The Teaching of Social Hygiene, and the Bearing of Such Teaching on the Moral Training pf the Child∗ by Hall, Winfield S.
The Teaching of Social Hygiene, and the
Bearing of Such Teaching on the
Moral Training pf the Child*
WINFIELD S. HALL, Ph. D., M. D.
Professor of Physiology, Northwestern University Medical School, Chicago
The expression Social Hygiene, in its broadest sense applying
to the maintenance of health in the body social, has been in recent
years applied particularly to that phase of social wellbeing asso-
ciated with sexual wellbeing on the part of the units of the body
social, that is, sexual right living on the part of individuals, espe-
cially so far as this sexual right living affects society.
The teaching of social hygiene must begin in early childhood,
and its importance as a part of education should never be lost
sight of by parents of teachers until the individual is well launched
in the adolescent period. By the end of the period of puberty,
the fifteenth year in girls, and the seventeenth year in boys, the
youth should possess sufficient knowledge on sexual matters to
protect him not only from the vices that are so likely to become
habitual during these years, but also from making mistakes in the
care of the sexual system, which might lead to the undermining
of the general health.
The development of the sexual equipment and function, and
the knowledge of the same has a double bearing upon moral
development and training.
In the first place, the subject pf sex and sexual functions has
been long associated with prevarication, secrecy, and other men-
tal attitudes, on the part of parent and teacher, prejudicial to the
proper moral development of the child. It would be impossible
to find any other subject regarding which children are so uni-
formly lied to.
We can imagine a boy of eight being brought to the bedside
of his mother, and shown a baby sister who had opened her eyes
upon life two days previously. Any normal boy, with a mind
sufficiently active ever to amount to anything, would be certain
to ask under such circumstances, "Where did baby sister come
from?" The replies which most mothers give to such a question
fall readily into three different categories. First, is an evasion
of the question by asking some other question, or by changing
the subject, or giving an ambiguous, equivocal answer. This
evasion of the question only puts off to a subsequent period a
repetition of the same question. The second method of meeting
this question is deliberately to lie about it, and deliver some such
fantastic fiction as that "the baby was found out in the garden
under a bramble bush," or that "the doctor brought it in his little
handsatchel," or that "the stork brought it in the night." The
third method of meeting such a question is to tell the truth. Now,
this may seem to be an entirely new idea to many people, that
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they can answer the question regarding the origin of babies by
telling the plain, unvarnished truth. But the wise mother will
see that here is an opportunity. The phychological moment has
arrived for opening up a most difficult subject under most favor-
able conditions, to tell Johnny in a matter-of-fact way, and as
though all the world knew it excepting himself, that baby sister
was formed within mother's body, and that the material that
made the little baby's body was taken from mother's blood, and
that is what makes mother's cheeks so pale and mother's hands
. so thin and white. The very next question that Johnny will ask,
under such circumstances, will be: "Mother, was I formed in
your body?" and on receiving an affirmative reply, the inquiring
child will be brought nearer to his mother than ever he was be-
fore. Many a child under such circumstances will throw his arms
about his mother's neck and tell her that he never loved her so
much before. The child is overcome with the thought of this
great initial sacrifice which the mother makes for the child. It
is unnecessary to say that the mother in that moment has won a
position in the heart of the son from which she can never be
displaced.
It goes without saying that whenever questions arise in the
mind of that boy he will turn at once to his mother, knowing that
she will tell him the truth, and feeling absolute confidence in all
she may tell him on this and related subjects.
On the other hand, it must be perfectly evident that if the
mother has deceived her boy in either one of the ways mentioned
above he will find it out, surely not long after he enters the public
school, an<l when once he finds that his mother has deliberately
deceived him he will be subjected to two irreparable losses: first,
the loss of respect for his mother; second, the loss of her guid-
ance at critical moments, because he will not again go to her with
a problem related to any matters of sex.
The mother that holds the confidence of her child by answer-
ing his questions truthfully is always able to get his immediate
attention and response if she wishes to open up any matter con-
nected with this .subject. For example, if she wishes to explain
to him that she does not wish him to take part in any of the vulgar
habits which some boys indulge in in water closets, back alleys,
and barns; he will understand her instruction and accede readily
to her request to abstain from all -such things. In fact, the
chances are ten to one that he would instinctively feel that the
practices referred to were ignoble and vulgar, and needs only this
little word of caution from his mother to put his feet on firm
ground, from which they cannot be stirred by the influence of
obscene associates.
What is true of the mother's relation to the boy is quite as
true, and perhaps in an intensified manner, in her relation to her
daughters. These little people, either girls or boys, can be very
safely led by a wise mother. When they reach the beginning of
adolescence there is a parting of the ways for boys and girls.
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The mother who has led her girl through the little problems of
childhood is sure to retain a hold upon this girl's confidence and
love which will enable the mother to lead her safely through the
greater problems of adolescence and young womanhood.
As the boy approaches the adolescent period he should come
under the influence of a father whose wisdom is as great, and
tact as faultless, as that of the mother described above. This
father will be able, in little talks with his boy, to protect him from
the vices into which boys are so likely to fall when left unin-
structed. He can fortify himself with sane, safe knowledge on
sexual matters against the sexual vices of the adolescent and the
adult, as the mother protected him against the micturitional and
sexual vulgarities of childhood.
In the above paragraphs we hope we have made it clear that
the child's moral training depends in no small degree upon the
way in which his questions regarding such sexual matters as these
are answered. If these questions are answered evasively, equivo-
cally, or untruthfully, the child is at once, by that very act, started
on the downward road morally. If, on the other hand, these
questions are answered in a straightforward, matter of fact,
truthful way, the child is by that very act given a strong upward
trend in his moral development. This intimate association of the
moral development of the child with veracity in handling prob-
lems of sex is the first point bearing on the moral teaching of the
child.
The second phase of this problem can be very shortly set
forth. It hardly seems possible that any parent or teacher should
doubt the value of instruction in matters of sex. We take great
care to instruct our young people as to the care of the digestive
system, the choice of foods, methods of preparing them, import-
ance of proper mastication, and importance of regularity of meals,
and importance of regularity in responding to calls of nature.
We teach our children the importance of good ventilation, and of
vigorous muscular exercise in the open air; we teach them the
importance of cleansing and tonic baths, and various other phases
of personal hygiene, but on all matters relating to sex it has been
the custom for many generations to draw the veil of secrecy and
mysticism. This idea is unpedagogical, unscientific, immoral.
It is the inherent right of every adolescent child to know enough
about his sexual equipment so that he will be able not only
to guard against disease, but to keep the sexual apparatus and
other parts of the body which depend more or less upon it,
and through the sympathetic nervous system indissolubly con-
nected with it, in a state of vigorous good health. This instruc-
tion should be begun by the parents in the way indicated above,
and there is no reason why it may not be conducted completely
by the parents. It is true, however, that many parents, even if
willing to instruct their children, have only limited and vague
information regarding these fundamentally important subjects.
It therefore falls to the lot of the teacher to take up the duty
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where the parent leaves it. Except in rare cases, the Sunday
school or Bible school teacher will find it very difficult to open
up this question. There are several considerations which make
it difficult—considerations which will suggest themselves at once
to the reader, and need not be discussed here. The teacher in the
public school, in the higher grades of the grammar school, and
the teacher in the high school may, however, give definite instruc-
tion on this subject without occasioning any criticism on the part
of parents, providing, of course, the instruction is given in a tact-
ful and wise way. . In the grammar school, if the principal of the
school is a man, and has the confidence of his eighth grade boys,
he can well talk with them on this subject, perhaps taking two
or three half-hour periods to open up the subject1 and discuss it
freely among themselves, answering any of their questions and
giving them definite knowledge sufficient to guide them in their
sexual life until they are ready to enter the marriage state. In
such a school any young lady teacher of the upper grades, who
has the full confidence and love of the seventh and eighth grade
girls, might meet them in a similar capacity. In the case of high
school pupils, the teacher of biology, or the physical director in
the gymnasium, or the principal of the school should, because
either of official relations to the pupils or because of the character
of the subject in which they specialize, be able to command the
respect of young people of their own sex on these matters, and be
able to conduct conferences with groups of the pupils. If the
ground cannot be fully covered by some of the teachers of the
high school with both the boys and the girls, it would be alto-
gether proper for the principal to invite in a medical man or a
medical woman to present this matter to the boys and the girls,
respectively. In many cities the Young Men's Christian Associa-
tion, through their boys' secretary, performs a similar service for
the community, especially for their patrons.
That parents and the schools have been remiss to an alarming
degree in these fundamental duties was impressed upon the
writers attention when on several occasions recently an audience
of college men was asked to indicate by the uplifted hand how
many had had at home or at school any adequate instruction on
matters of sexual hygiene. Never more than one in twenty indi-
cated having received any such instruction. A list of printed
questions sent out to college students yielded similar results, so
that we are safe in concluding that about one in twenty of college
men have received adequate instruction in these matters.
In conclusion, the writer would make an earnest plea for the
teaching of the principles of social hygiene in the public schools,,
urging that this teaching should always supplement that given by
the parents. The primary duty rests with the parents, and if
fully discharged by the parents would relieve the schools of any
responsibility. When the youth are fully instructed in the prin-
ciples of social hygiene, at home or at school, we shall find that a
long step has been taken in their moral training.
